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and the Rest of Y’all Too— Reality Pedagogy and Urban Education
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In the academy, there seems to be at least two types of scholars: those who research and write as a profession, putting heart and soul 
into what they do but in the end it is a job that might 
or might not relate to their personal life, and those for 
whom academic work is a calling, a destiny, a way of 
being, and, above all, something deeply personal. In 
that case, the personal and the professional are in a 
space of métissage and are seamless. For Richard 
Rorty (1989), the first group can be described as “poets,” those who 
know how to read, write, and conceptualize, but they work mostly 
in safe spaces, and they know how to work the system and get 
tenure. The second category is altogether different. Rorty calls them 
“strong poets,” those who have a clear conviction and a mastery of 
the language that enable them to write the known in an unknown 
language; they are those who are horrified at being “a copy or a 
replica”; those who have the courage and audacity to engage, look 
for, and think through the “blind impresses,” the gaps and the blind 
spots of thoughts, ideas, and practices (p. 43).
An associate professor at Teachers College, Columbia 
University, Christopher Emdin (2016), is an African American and 
a New Yorker through and through and has written a book that is 
an attempt to write a strong poetry, which in turn puts him on the 
journey to becoming a strong poet. We would suspect that For 
White Folks Who Teach in the Hood . . . and the Rest of Y’all Too— 
Reality Pedagogy and Urban Education is a commencement to a 
series of books to follow. As the title indicates, the book is a direct 
address to “White folks” and their pedagogy. Composed of 11 
chapters, and written à la bell hooks’s Teaching to Transgress (1994), 
For White Folks straddles the biographical and the autobiographi-
cal, where a series of vignettes is used as signposts and anchors to 
deeply complex and theoretically rich notions. The 
book opens up with a powerful reimagination of 
“White folks,” especially those who work and teach in 
“the hood,” not as members of a racial category but as 
an imagined community. For Emdin, “White folks” 
refers to those who invest in traditional schooling, 
which is often generational, that is, “following the 
beliefs of parents and grandparents with college 
degrees and ideas about what school should look like” 
(p. viii). Emdin refers to this generational descendance as “White 
folks pedagogy.” As such, Emdin argues, racial categories matter 
less than how individuals imagine themselves and their role in the 
school as teachers. As he puts it, “there are both black and white 
people who can be classified as ‘white folks’ — in that they maintain 
a system that doesn’t have the needs of youth in the hood” (p. viii). 
A second thing that qualifies Emdin as a strong poet, beside 
rethinking “White folks” and their pedagogy, is his reimagination 
of the hood. The hood is not a geography or a location because it 
can be rural, urban, and densely or sparsely populated. The hood is 
a community that is historically, systemically, and socioeconomi-
cally marginalized and disadvantaged. For Emdin, schools play a 
central role in this systemic marginalization, through their 
eurocentric positioning and insistence on White folks pedagogy.
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Intentionally or not, Emdin (2016) has designed the book 
chapters to be easily read as stand- alone chapters. After the preface, 
which is a faithful summary of the book, Emdin introduces us to 
one of his main arguments, in the introduction: linking indigenous 
people and indigeneity at large with urban youth and what he calls 
neoindigenous/neoindigeneity. In their historical and contempo-
rary lives, both Indigenous and urban youth have confronted and 
continue to confront White folks pedagogy. Offering throughout its 
pages historical, recent, and personal examples— Emdin himself 
grew up in “the hood” (in Flatbush, Brooklyn)— the book opens 
with a clear picture of how youth, especially youth of color, 
continue to be silenced, if not completely made invisible. Their 
relation to the land/hood, their physical and mental colonization, 
and their distinct history from those who continue to govern them 
are ignored.
Emdin (2016) introduces “reality pedagogy,” where there is 
“recognition of the spaces in which they [Indigenous and urban 
youth] reside, and an understanding of how to see, enter into, and 
draw from these spaces” (p. 27). He addresses the courage required 
for teachers, especially beginning teachers, to acknowledge their 
own fears and to not project those fears onto students because the 
outcome can easily be silencing. As well, Emdin argues, teachers 
need to strive not to absolve themselves “of the responsibility to 
acknowledge the baggage they bring into the classroom and 
analyze how that [baggage] might affect student achievement 
[either positively or negatively]” (p. 43). To reach this balancing act, 
Emdin draws lessons for teachers and teaching from the “rap 
cypher,” where participants in a rap battle learn how to listen, take 
turns, and create a sense of community. Throughout the book, 
Emdin shows why reconciliation is at the heart of his prescribed 
pedagogy and why context, especially fashion, language, and social 
media, matter for neoindigenous youth.
In Emdin’s (2016) journey to becoming a strong poet, we 
consider that poetry is just as much about the understanding and 
interpretation of a poem’s audience as it is about the words of the 
poet. Beginning with his title and continuing throughout his work, 
Emdin amiably, but unapologetically, makes known urban realities 
and the role of White folks pedagogy in exacerbating the difficulties 
that lie in urban schools. Emdin describes the use of a “Pentecostal 
pedagogy,” which emphasizes call- and- response between audience 
and preacher/teacher with reflexivity. Here, he explains, as one is 
called on and as one is responding, or vice versa, this creates a 
moment of co- teaching, where the emphasis is on “how to share 
what you know so that it can be optimally received” (p. 51). Yet 
Emdin makes statements like “For many of the white teachers, the 
process held an unmistakable element of racism. Phrases like ‘these 
kids’ or ‘those kids’ were often clearly code words for bad black and 
brown children” (p. 33). Elsewhere he says, “White folks who teach 
in the hood are particularly prone to this sort of rote model. This is 
especially the case if they are convinced that having all students 
pass tests creates some form of equity” (p. 37). There is the possibil-
ity that Emdin prescribes a little too much reality pedagogy for 
“White folks and others who teach in the hood” to tolerate. Like 
many who try to make an alternate reality known, he faces the 
choice between trying to keep it real, as far as he understands 
reality, and trying to be understood in ways that his audience will 
tolerate hearing.
Emdin takes a strong stand on the subject of combatting 
White folks pedagogy and the harm it causes. He also makes clear 
that neoindigenous lived experiences need validation and that 
teachers need to take their ignorance seriously, precisely because 
they cannot teach what they do not know. In the end, whether 
Emdin will be read as a strong poet, or read at all by his target 
audience, will also depend on the willingness and resoluteness of 
that audience to take up the pleasant prose and hard realities 
found in For White Folks Who Teach in the Hood . . . and the Rest 
of Y’all Too.
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